Long-term antiarrhythmic therapy. Problem of low drug levels and patient noncompliance.
Maintenance of adequate serum blood levels is crucial to successful antiarrhythmic therapy. Serum levels of four antiarrhythmic agents (long-acting procainamide, quinidine sulfate, quinidine gluconate, and disopyramide) were determined in 98 consecutive ambulatory patients receiving long-term oral therapy. Medication dosages, dosing intervals, and time elapsed from last dosage until blood sampling were determined. Seventy-five patients (76.5 percent) had subtherapeutic blood levels (with mean levels less than 50 percent of the suggested minimum), and only 22 patients (22.5 percent) had therapeutic levels. Even among the 61 patients who claimed to have taken their medications within the six hours prior to blood sampling, 43 (70 percent) had subtherapeutic levels. These ratios held among all subgroups studied. Physicians should be aware of the high proportion of patients receiving long-term oral antiarrhythmic therapy with inadequate serum blood levels when planning therapeutic regimens.